THE    MEMOIRS    OF    RALPH    RASHLEIGH

and Rashleigh, nerving himself for a last effort to play the
man, ran, rather than walked, up the flight of steps.

A few feet away was the prison wall, outside which was
assembled a great crowd of townspeople who had come to
the execution as to an entertainment. Their talk and
laughter mingled with the words of the chaplains, busy
persuading the condemned men of the hope of salvation.
Ralph Rashleigh looked down at these people with dim eyes,
without resentment, but wondering why they were there.

Glancing round he saw that the rope was already round
McCoy's neck and, according to custom, the executioner
was offering to shake his hand. Amazed, he saw McCoy
throw the whole weight of his body forward against the
hangman with such force that the functionary reeled and fell
from the platform to the flagged pavement sixteen feet
below,

'There, you b------r/ shouted McCoy, *I hope I broke

your blasted neck!'

A burst of applause broke from the assembled convicts,
and then, without warning, the drop fell beneath McCoy.

The crash of the falling drop was the last sound that
Rashleigh heard for many weeks. He returned to conscious-
ness in a bed in the jail hospital, and learned that he had
been reprieved through the intercession of Mrs. McGufEn,
who had gone personally to the Governor and petitioned
successfully on his behalf. He was told that his sentence
had been commuted to three years* labour at the penal
settlement of Newcastle.
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